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What is a chi ld? Every one of us has our
own model, which dictates how we see children
and interpret evidence about them. Because our
perceptions also dictate how we treat children
and our expectations shape the way children behave, they are often self-reinforcing. We all feel
we are right, yet we disagree with each other.
I low can this be understood? The following
musings are the product of thirty years of research, teaching, and debate in many forums.
The only definition on which my students
have ever agreed is that a child is 'not adult,'
but, in the words of Harry Hendrick, "though
biological immaturity may be natural and universa l, what particular societies make of such
immaturity differs" (9-10). Many histories of
chi ldhood (e.g., Aries, Beekman, Cleverly and
Phillips, I Iardyment, Kociumbas, de Ma use)
propose an evolving construct, with one discourse displacing another. This is loo reductionis t in that it fails to account for continuing conleslalion or internal inconsistency. An alternative proposition is that the development of the
construct has not been linear. Rather, although
additional discourses have emerged over time,
each discourse adds a new element, competing
with or modifying other views, but not deleting
them. They remain active to contest, qualify,
and confuse the issue.
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As new discourses are added through philosophical invention,
religious innovation, scientific discovery, or cultural colonization, preexisting discourses are challenged, embedded, or compounded, bul
not displaced. Discourses that are Lhe products of Christiani Ly, western liberalism, capitalism, and induslrializalion pervade these Christian westernized societies in which Lhey originated. They have also,
however, been imposed lo a varying degree on olher societie and
cultures through colonization and globalization.
The outcomes of this are mulli-layered and mulli-faceted constructs giving rise lo debates at cross-purposes, inconsistent policies,
pockets of social alienation, and postmodern confusion aboul 'appropriate' parenting. Childhood has become a focus of endless sludy and
argument that has generated a plethora of professional careers and
enormous profits for publishers and Lhe media and, for those at Lhe
coalface of producing and rearing children, in Shari Thurer's words,
"Parental performance anxiety reigns" (xi). This may lead us to think
that this conflict, sludy, and argument is new. Parenting advice, however, is as old as Lhe Bible, Confucius or Lhe Ancient Creek philosophers. The passing of Lhe years ha"> o.,imply t1Udl'd more and mor •clements lo Lhe compound. The poslmodernism of the twentieth century
only adds one more paradigm, bul it is Lhe crucial license lo
deconstrucl Lhe discourses in Lhe belief that there could be more than
one 'right answer' or no 'right answer' al all.
The co-existence and compounding of competing and conlradic
tory discourses of childhood have produced a confused approach to
children. Should we give priority lo managing, loving, developing,
correcting, protecting, studying, exploiting, educating, or containing
them? Should we lrusl or mislrusl? Should we favor punishment and
control or freedom and responsibility? Should we wanl docile children or self-actualized children? Should needs b ~ mel or denied?
Should we strive toward agreement on a 'right' model of chiltlhood
or is diversity a good thing?
This discussion proposes a lenlative taxonomy as an aid to untangling Lhe web of mixed messages. The use of Lhe word, 'Len la live' is
quite deliberate. The author is questioning these thoughts for the
reader's consideration, in Lhe hope Lhal they might prove he lpful. An
exploratory inlell eclua l dig offers seven allernalivc discourses, some
of which have significant varying sub-discourses within them. They
are (in approximate chronological order of firsl emergence): Lhe organic discourse, the human-polenlia I discourse, the good-ci lizen discourse, the meta physica 1-mora I discourse, the scientific discourse, Lhc
capitalist discourse, and Lhe oplional-exlra discourse.
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Organic Discourse
Th is is as old as human society. Documented examples include
Lh e Anbarra people of North Arnhem Land (Hamilton) and the
Yequana Indians of Venezuela (Liedloff). It trusts nature and allows
the child to regulate itself within safe boundaries. It therefore involves
minimum intervention accompanied by unqualified love and support.
hildren are seen as belonging to the community rather than just their
parents. The care of Lhe child is integrated with, and children participate freely in, the daily activities of the society. Children learn by
observing and by doing. Childhood is a carefree time of watching and
experimenting through play. Discipline is functional and minimal.
The Mohave Amerindians, for example, have no word for punishment
and delinquent children are "treated with only a slightly exasperated
tolerance" (Zeldin 382).
This is a discourse that makes children agents in their own
growth and development, rather than objects of adult intervention. It
focuses on being and surviving rather than becoming. Childhood is
lived in the present rather than for the future. It ends with a rite of
passage around Lhe biological milestone of puberty. In Lhe eighteenth
c nlury Jean-Jacques Rousseau rejuvenated this discourse, when he
argued the virtues of the primitive savage. IL has subsequently permeated western culture in Lhe form of ideas about maternal instinct and
approaches based on philogenelic trust such as those in Lhe helping
mode identified by Lloyd de Mause (54). These are characterized by
the inslruclion Lo "lel Lhe child develop in his own way and time"
(Neill 12).
Confusingly, this oldest of discourses often presents itself as the
latest discovery. For de Mause the helping mode is the most recent
in his teleological model. Peggy O'Mara calls it "new, yet old" as she
supports it in her first editorial of 2000 by citing recent research that
demonslrales Lhal humans have a natural tendency towards altruistic behavior and coopera lion (2).

Human-Potential Discourse
This arose from civilizations that used architecture, planning, and
Lech no logy to modify Lheir environments. Confidence in the ability of
huma ns to improve their environment sowed seeds of lhe philosophy
of progress. It was a small slep from believing in human ability to
improve Lhe environment to believing in human ability to improve
humans.
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This discourse sees childhood as a time for developing individual
physical and intellectual pol en tia I. I l is founded in lhe belief lha l
humans can make lhe best of nalure lhrough leaching and encouragement accompanied by approval of achievement. fl may segregale lhe
child from lhe resl of society in order lo concenlrale more effectively
on education and lraining, or il may inlegrale lhe child lhrough slructures such as apprenticeship, specifically designed lo ensure lhe ac
quisition of skill. Children learn lhrough inslruclion and inlrinsic nnd
extrinsic rewards. Discipline is corrective, designed lo ensure thal the
child is always doing its besl. Doctor Benjamin Spock, for example,
sells his version of this approach by ensuring that children will grow
up to "make full use of what brains, what skills, what physical attractiveness they have" (4).
This discourse builds on lhe child's polcntial, bul lhis polenlial
takes many forms, predicating differenl ideas on how il is lo be developed. Socrales (c. 470-399 BC) believed lhnl lrulh, goodness, nnd justice came from wilhin, hence his aphorism, "know lhyself." The Chi nese philosopher, Mencius (371-289 BC), believed lhat humans were
born good, but lhat lhis goodness would dell'rior, t wilhoul tcilthing.
The English philosopher, John Lock) (AD 1612 1704), po'>ilcd a blilnk
slate so that a child could become whatever its experiences ma<le of
it.
The human polenlial discourse moves chil<lren lo the center of the
culture's stage as the key to the future well being of the human r, cc.
It is widespread in the modern world, summed up by Michael Rosen,
"We live in a time when anxiety aboul whnl cliildn.•11 111ight f ur11 i11to
couldn't be higher" (1). IL underpins an emph, sb on infonl hcallh
laying the basis for adult heallh (fluoride in the waler lo en':iure adult~
have good Leeth). IL encourages us lo find more and better wayi, lo
enhance learning from the earliest years, leading lo such parenting
programs as "Parents as Teachers." IL seeks the educational value of
toys and leads parents and governments Lo invest vast amounts of
money in schooling. lL makes childhood a Lime of trying Lo meet ex
pectations, earnest endeavour, and lols of homework. IL sels children
up to succeed or fai l in terms of observab le oulcomes.

This discourse builds on human-potential bul changes the priority from benefiting the person lo benefiting Lhe nation. In conlrasl lo
the human-potential discourse, which focuses on what sort of individual children will become, the good-citizen discourse focuses on the
collective and civic benefits of their adult behavior. IL mistrusts nature

and sees children as 'uncivilized,' but with the potential to become
'civilized' given the right experience, knowledge, and/ or training. Its
desired outcomes depend on the needs of the particular society or
nation-state. Some tribal societies adopted practices to ensure their
children would become fearless warriors. In Confucian China the goal
of education was to creale a Confucian scholar who could assume a
rol e in society as a worthy Confucian official. In Ancient Sparta the
nation demanded stoic soldiers, in Puritan New England, God-fearing toilers, in Hitler's Germany, obedient Aryan nationalists.
This approach combines class with merit and childhood becomes
a time of grading and sorting so that the right kinds of adults gain
status and power. Children are segregated, controlled, and observed,
but appropriate behavior is rewarded by increases in freedom and
responsibility. The steps toward autonomy are usually structural and
clearly defined. In Imperial China there were three stages of state
examinations. In feudal society a person destined for citizen status (as
opposed to a serf) progressed through being a page and squire to
b ing a knight or through being an apprentice and a journey.man to
b ing a master tradesman. In post-industrial society the steps involve
pre-school, primary school, secondary education, senior secondary
education (with prefect systems), and university or college.
This discourse becomes prominent when the nation is unstable.
In a swashbuckling period of Chinese history, Confucius (551-479 BC)
looked lo education Lo produce the 'superior man.' As Athens declined, philosophers like Socrates, Plato (c. 429-347 BC), and Aristotle
(384-22 BC) pondered the benefits to the civilized stale of improved
child rearing. The seventeenth century Puritans, who immigrated to
America lo establish a new society, produced the first significant body
of written child-rearing advice. The British colonists, fearing the influ ence of convicts in nineteenth century Australia, removed convict
offspring to institutions. The socio-p~litical quake of the ~~rst Wo~ld
War popularized the work of Truby Kmg, who argued for, The training of the senses and creation and building up of healthful habits"
because, "the hope of a nation lies in the children"(142).
The modern Western sub-branch of this discourse is the liberald emocratic version. This is evident in Ancienl Athens, but its revival
and surviva l is a product of the Enlightenment and subsequent
growth of democracy, which h as extended lhis discour~e t~ all c~il
dren who wi ll grow up to vole. It sees childhood as a time m wluch
to shape good citizens w ho will balance autonomy with responsibility . Under its influence, the role of the school in turning the 'u~ci~i
li zed' child into a responsible citizen has found overt e press10n in
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programs of civic education. Its barrier to autonomy and citizenship
becomes age per se rather than proficiency or sta tu s. Legal definitions
of adu lt status in Australia, for example, now range from 15 or 16
years old when a chi ld may legally leave home and school and have
sexua l intercourse with someone of the opposite gender, lo 25 years
old when a university student may receive unqualified independent
financial support.
This discourse is intrinsically controlling. IL is used "lo forge the
political and cu ltural unity of burgeoning nation-stales and cement
the ideological hegemony of their dominant classes" (Green 9) and
casts the non-conforming family as the ultimate "subversive organization" that "has continued throughout history ... lo undermine the
State" (Mount 1). In the modern western world, however, the hegemonic paradigm is one that al least pays lip service lo the individualist ideals and pluralism of liberal democracy. For e>.ample, a criticism of the new "Discovering Democracy" program in Austrnlia is
that "it harks back lo the ostensible inslrumenlalisl sins of the old
civics, and has Jilli e place for self-realizing '>ludcnls or self-determining communities" (Meredyth and Thoma5 J).
The desire for self- realizing individual';;, rose as a reaction lo the
Second World War's demonstration of the evil., of absolutely obeuient citizens supporting dictatorship. A new '>Choo) of Freud- influ enced child-rearing experts admonished parent., that "pure obedience
is not a virtue because it leads lo dictatorship" (Benjamin 1 JI). In the
arena of educationa l theory, "self-government" for school children
was identifi ed as important "lo he lp childre n grow as cili/en.,"
(Patterson 90-92).
The western liberal-democratic view of the ideal citizen is, however, not the only version of the good-citizen discourse. An alternate
and conflicting view can be found in traditional Asian
authoritarianism that is based on rejecting the acceptabi lity of different points of view in favor of models of consensus. This discourse
evaluates individual action in terms of lhe Buddhist belief that individual ambition is something lo be overcome and Confucian demands
that individua l needs be subo rdin ated lo the needs of society and the
s tate. The resulting expeclalions emphasize the economi c contribution
of a ll-fam ily members, deferred gra lifica lion, unselfishness, a nd traditiona l relig iou s obliga lions.
Fascist and Communis t slates have a lso produced va ria lions of
the good-citizen discourse. Nazi Germany is a classic exam pie of a
discourse tha l emphas ised conform ity and obedience. Similarly, th e
Soviet Union wanted lo produce selfl ess ci ti zens comm itted lo th e
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· I goo d . A 1961 ad vice book to Russian Parents, RoditeliId
i deti
socia
"b (Parnts and Children) aimed to produce citizens who wou
ette~;
· kl y, and more J'oyously fulfil [sic] demands and
rules
more quic
,,
(Bronfenbrenner 10). In Communist China Mao wanted everyone
who receives an education lo develop morally, intell~ctually and
physically and become a worker wilh both socialist consciousness and
cu IL u re" (165).

Metaphysical-Moral Discourse
The defining characteristics of this discourse are that salvation of
the soul is more important than any earthly achievement and the p~th
lo that survival has been laid down by a superior unearthly being
(God). For the child this means that right and wrong are abs?l~te, and
obedience is an end in itself. It is most evident .in those s?ciettes that
have religions based on the omnipresence of a single omnipotent God
(e.g., Judaism, Christianity, and Islam).
.
This discourse is simullaneously present-centered and future-or~
ented. Every separate act and thought of th_e .c~ild ~atters, but t~e1r
cumulative effecl is also awesome. The possibility of m.fan.t and childhood mortality means the soul musl be mai~tain~d daily ma hea.Ithy
slate, bul childhood is also a critical stage m laymg lhe f~u~dat10ns
of good habits fundamental lo adull soul maintenance. This discourse
leads lo authoritarian parenting when parents are co~str~cted _as
agenls of God or teachers are constructed as agenls of ~n idoh.zed dicta Lor. Oisci pli ne is bolh retributive and a deterrent, being ~es1g~ed to
make lh e child pay for sin, but also lo ensure thal the child will decide lo sin no more. Physical discipline is valued because of.the value
of pain as penance. Atonement is important and can ameliorate the
severity of punishment.
.
Within this discourse there are seemingly opposite subsets. One
model (little nngel) depicts the child as pure yet vulnerable and therefore lo be prolecled al all cosls from evil influences and lob~ corrected
as soon as signs of evil appear. It underlies the myth ~f childhood as
a go lden age of innocence. ll is evident for example in the verse of
Methodist, Charles Wesley:
Gentle Jesus, meek and mild,
Look upon a little child ;
Pity my simplicity,
Suffer me to come to thee . (Opie 59)
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The other model (little devil) depicts the child as a vessel for original
sin. This makes il imperative lo break the will al all costs and remove
evil tendencies. The Reverend John Robinson subscribed to this notion, writing in 1660, "there is in all children ... a stubbornness and
stoutness of mind arising from natural pride which must, in the first
place, be broken and beaten down" (qld. in Beekman 56). Both versions are embedded in philogenelic mblrusl. The angel discourse
mistrusts society and mistrusts the child's ability lo resist it and the
devil discourse simply mistrusts the child. Both therefore involve
much intervention accompanied by qualified approval, dependent on
the notion of desert ("I only like you when you're good"). The activities and care of the child are segregated from the rest of society, for
angels must be strengthened and devils broken before they can be
exposed to temptation. Children learn through instruction, punishment, and reward. Childhood is a lime of moral trial, earnest endeavour, and strict behavioral codes. Thus Abraham Chear entreated his
young kinsman in the seventeenth century:
You must take heed of every deed
That would your soul destroy
You must not curse, nor fight, nor steal,
Nor spend your time in games,
Nor make a lie, what'er you ail,
Nor call ungodly names.
With wicked children do not play,
For such to hell will go;
The Devil's children sin all day,
But you must not do so. (Opie 34)

Both versions of the discourse are disempowering. The angel version
contains the child with protection; the <levil version punishes the chil<l
until it obeys. The models of the inlrin~ically powerless or unlru~l
worthy child have become self-fulfilling through parenting practices
and laws that have progressively deprived chil<lren of agency and
power. By defining children as passive and obedient, they have made
children powerless (compe11ed lo live in an approved home, attend
school, be economical ly dependent) and subject lo external control.
Under this influence, chi ldren have been specifically exempted from
liberaJ-democra lie laws protecli ng adu IL rights. The individual chi Id
may be legally assau lled (smacked) and its individual property stolen (confiscated) without recourse to law, providing the deed is carried out by a person i11 loco pnre11tis.

22

In its pure forms, this discourse remains wid~s?read in the ~esto rld through religious communities and religious schools, funern w
. 1 . h ·1d
damentalists' of various religions who want to contain t 1e1r c 1
in such a way that they will reproduce the parents' belief system w1thou t ex tension or challenge. It has also, howev~r, pe~me~ted muc~
post-industrial western thinking with emphasis 0 n sa~ing ;orry,
persistent linking of childhood with innocence, and obedience as the
ure measure of a good child. Even the frequent use of t~e w~rd
'naughty' to d escribe a misbehaving child derives from des1gna.ting
it as morally worthless. Whenever the media tugs our he~rt strings
with stories of lost innocence, it is echoing the metaphys1cal-mor~l
discourse of angel children. Whenever the med.ia whips up para~oia
about the evils of uncontrolled youth, it is echoing the metaphys1calmoral discourse of devil children.

:en

1

Scientific Discourse
This is a product of the Enlightenment' s growing faith that if a
phenomenon is studied it may be objectively un~erstood and effectively manipulated. It is evident as the und~rlying theme of many
modern social science texts, written in the belief that through understanding "we can enlarge the possibility for Laking control-throug~~
education, public policy, psychotherapy, even moral preachme.nt
(Thurer 300). Jl has particularly given birth lo t.he. modern ~ed1.c~l
model of chi ldhood. The most generic charactenst1c of th.e sc1ent1f1c
d iscourse is that il posits a discoverable benchmark designated by
such value-laden terms as 'normal,' 'healthy,' or 'correct.' Th~s, t~1e
American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry advertises its
Parent's I landbooks online as offering, "what's normal, what's not
and when to seek help." This, in turn, has given rise to .a w.h~le gamut
of sub-sets of different theories of how to manipulate individual and
socia l health, from Sigmund Freud's psycho-analysi~ t~ Bu.rrhus
Frederic Skinner' s behaviorism, from Karl Mar 's red1stnbut10n of
wealth, to Wilhelm Reich's mass psychology.
.
This discourse has contributed to the rise of modern professions
including psychologists, social workers, and co~m~elor~. It.has had an
impa ct on discipline, including the juvenile criminal JUSt1ce system,
with the conviction that the right diagnosis and treatment ca.n cure
a nti-social behavior. This makes it a hegemonic tool, propagating the
one 'right' or 'healthy' way to rear chi ldren. Parenting i. constructed
as a set of correct skills and right altitudes. Parent education progr~~s
turn parenting into a finite set of learnable competencies. Families
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must conform. Childhood is a self-conscious lime of behaving in appropriate ways or suffering prescribed consequences, which, whether
in the form of therapy, discipline, or medicine, will be intended lo
'cure' or 'normalize' the behavior of the child.
The scientific discourse mistrusts nature as containing the elements of sickness as well as health and, therefore, according lo the
rules of the parlicular theoretical perspective, monitors, controls, and
intervenes. Its benchmarks are then used by profession, I pracl1lio
ners, who counsel, medicate, and ultimately remove children whose
childhood has strayed too far from the norms. The activities and care
of the child may be segregated and institutionalized in order lo be
more effectively monitored, controlled, and, where necessary, corrected.
The underlying scientific discourse tenet is that all such intervention is for the child's own good according lo some objective scientifi c
measure. This justifies an unprecedented level of stale intervention
and home invasion. It is responsible for stale institutions that remove
children from their families and for the cncn><1chmcnl of ">Lale regulation on families. Jt gave birth lo ">Lal• supported and control! •d
schools, orphanages, reformatories, health visitor":>, and welfare work
ers. Some horrific cruelties have been perpetrated in the wake of this
discourse, such as the wholesale removal of the "Stolen Generation"
of Australian Aboriginal children.
The subsequent revelation and repudiation of the removal of
Aboriginal children is just one symptom of shifts in this <liscoursc,
which is far more p luralist in appearance than its dogmatic presenta
tion. There is no agreed protocol for inlcrvenlion. Welfare workers are
at continual risk from public criticism, either for intervening wilh lillle
justification, or for leaving a child in a dangerous silualion (Tregeagle,
Cox, and Voigt 7). In lhe implementation of juvenile justice, there is
no agreed conception of desired ends. As Behlmer points oul, "the
agents of regulation ... are far from united in their views of how best
to cope with young delinquents" (270).
Capitalist Discourse
This is a d iscourse tha t began wit h the chi ld as a participant in
cottage industries and climaxed with lhe industria l revo lution and
econom ic rationalism. IL focuses on lhe economic va lue of chi ldhood.
It may be sub-d ivided inlo three historica l phases: seeing chi ldren as
a profitable and convenient source of labor (sti ll p reva lent in many
third world countries); seeing chi ldren as potential adull workers; and
seeing ch il dren as exploitable consumers with s ignificant disposable
income.
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It defines the attributes of childhood in terms of their contribution
to successful capitalism. The firsl phase sees children as good workers because they are cheap and docile and easily replaced if t~1ey happen to be chewed up by a machine. The. second ?hase sees ch~ldren as
polenlia l employees and focuses on their receptiveness f?r skill development and learned conformity. The third p.ha~e sees children. as consumers and focuses on their need for malenal indulgence, child-cent red products, and instant gratification.
The second phase of the capitalist discourse mov~d the en~ of the
stage in which a person was 'not adult' from a biologica l .to an ~nstru
mental definition. This created a period of 'adolescence in which the
human has adult biological characteristics, but is like a ~hild i~ remaining the object of intervention and training. I~ the thud capitalist phase adolescents have a significant dispos~ble income, but are not
responsible for household expenditure, making them excellent consumers.
Every version of this approach sees the c.hild prim~ril~ ~s a means
to an economic end, thus devaluing the child as an individual. The
aclivilies and care of the child are focussed on making it into a serva~t
of the economy. IL is a discourse in complete opposition lo psych.olog1cal and sociological invesligalions of childhood . Th~ use of child labor enhanced profits and was only abolished because indust.ry needed
more skills, which required a period of compulsory education before
the person was set Lo work. The creation of lhe child consumer occurred as technological advances meant the economy needed co.nsumrs more than worker drones. IL may appear indulgent, but it puts
profits ahead of the welfare of Lhe child, leading childc~re experts. to
condemn the influx of 'loo many' possessions as making the child
overwhelmed, demanding, and ungrateful (Jolly 305, Dobson 30).
1

Optional-Extra Discourse
The widespread occurrence of this discourse in lwent~eth century
western socielies is a product of contraception, labor-saving techn~l
ogy, a nd women's liberation, although shades of it may be fo~nd ~n
the upper classes of pasl cullures who relegated lhe care of their childre n to relatively unsupervised servant classes. IL places the preoccupations of adull individuals ahead of the needs of child~en, thereby
making children an oplional-exlra, a mere accessory
hfe.
Avoiding parenthood has become possible and desirable (e.g., tl~e
Dua l Income No Kids model). For those who wish to perpetuate their
name, prove their fertility, or project their ambitions, childhood is
seen as a rather unforlunale stage in human growth, lo be managed

l?
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with as little trouble as possible. Oplional -ex lra parenting advice
manuals and videos focus on how to make your children behave (e.g.,
eat, sleep, defecate) in the most convenient ways and as quickly as
possible. An example is Richard Ferber's widely promulgated 'cry-ilout sleep' training method. Optional-extra juslifica lions emphasize
genetics rather than parenting as the determinant of behavior. They
reconstruct love and support as 'quality lime' lo license part-lime
parenting. They minimize the responsibility of parents for the behavior of their children. In her ultimate allempt to let parents off the hook,
Judith Rich Harris describes expert advice as "a set of assumptions
written in sand" (96) and suggests peers have always been the primary socializing agents. Optional-extra parents out-source the management of their children as far as possible to professional caregivers
through nannies, institutional childcare, organi7ed after-school activities, or boarding school, all of which a llow the parents maximum freedom from the wear and tear of their children.
In constructing children as a "separate tribe" (Rosen 1), the aclivi
ties and care of the child are almost completely seg regated from adult
daily life. Children learn by ins truction n~ they hilvc lilll 'opportunity
for watching and doing. Much of this instruction co mes from mCl chines as children interact more with computers nn<l televisions and
less with living people. For children, it means that maximum fre ,dom
can.be achieve~ through being no trouble, but allention can only be
a~h1eved by being trouble. Parents' discipline is irregular and unpredictable. Much disciplining is i nsti tu tiona I, regulated by law, and
from people with whom there is no affective rel, tionship so that in
strumental punishment must replace the power of human disap~roval. Discipline is, in any case, oriented toward making the child as
little trouble as possible, rather than moral pay back, correction, or
therapy. Why else exclude a child from school for being a truant?
With the dilution of adult significant others, peen, do indeed be
come the most significant affective agents. Children live out their li ves
in arenas where they have no private s pace (e.g., childcare and
schools) or in completely private spaces (e.g., own room with computer), but they do not experience much intimate shared s pace. While
t~is dis~ours~ is strongly criticized from the human- polenlial perspective (Miles x1; Rosen 1), il can be compatible wilh (and may even be a
product of) capitalis t discourses. Its subjec ts are destined Lo become
good cons.umers who depend on material gra tifi ca tion for any sense
of well-being and are suited lo a world of media power, bureaucracy,
and mo~ey as lhe primary socia l nexus, and perform well in openplan offices or solitarily working from home via computer (Choderow
188-9).
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Tensions and Hybrids

So far, so good, but complexity arises from the fact that these discourses can be compou nded in an almost infinite variety of ways. The
t ndency of humans toward multi-lateral thinking has produced
m any hybrids. Indeed, the identified discourses are rarely found in
their pure form, which is why attempts to define the category of childhood are complex, lead lo conflict and often have internal inconsistencies. The human-potential discourse can, for example, incorporate an
organic element proposing self-regulation and finis h with a scientific
argument that this is the way to rear heallhy adults (Ritter). Another
version of the human- potential discourse, however, could lead into a
metaphysical-moral argument stressing the developmental value of
obedience and finish with a good-citizen conclusion that this was the
way to rear law-ab iding adults (Isaacs 101-3). In every case, tensions
between Lhe proponents of varying views arise at the point of interface bet ween the discourses.
An example of problems arising out of conflicting discourses can
e seen in unpacking the statement that 'children have rights.'
Alexa nder S. Neill says (organic discourse), "the proper home is one
in which children and adults have equal rights" (9), but Rosemond's
Bill of Rights for Children includes (metaphysical-moral discourse),
"children have the right to hear their parents say 'no' at least three
times a day." Western democracies claim to believe in legal rights and
ubscribe to the United Nations' Declaration of the Rights of the Child
but many of Lhcs 'righ ts' are reactions to the disempowering impacts
of the good-ci tizen and metaphysical-moral discourses. Children remain "disfranchised, unable to lobby and cannot participate in the
political affairs of their society" (Franklin 1-2). The complications arising out of allempling lo apply the paradigm of 'rights' to one who is
not adu lt may be illustrated by the case of seven-year old Jeremy
ostello-Roberls who was disciplined by being beaten at an English
Public School. On application by his mother, the European Commiss ion of Human Rig hts decided that the punishment was in breach of
its Convention (based on human-potentia l discourse) and referred the
case to the European Court of Justice. That court, however, drew on
a metaphysical-moral discourse and upheld the school's right to beat
(Miles 161) .
An understa nding of the contes ting discourses can help to unpack
debates about the value or otherwise of such modern western 'sacred
cows' as compulsory stale education and the nuclear family. Almost
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all these d eba tes ra nge a t cross-purposes beca use the di ffe re nt discourses predica l.e different purposes fo r ins titutions. The organi c discourse wants chil d ren to expe ri ence a life tha t is su fficient unto iU:>elf
a nd free fro m a ny obliga tio n to the future. Fa milies crea te sa fe en vironmen.ts in w hi ch thi s ca n ha ppen . Fo rma l schoo ling is seen as
largely irre leva nt a nd possibly da ngero us. The h uma n po te ntia l discourse wa nts fam ili es a nd sc hools lha l wi ll maxi m ize ch ild ren' i,
chan ces of r ea lizi ng the ir in div idua l potential. Success in this dbcourse vari~s accord ing to d ifferen l ideologica l cons truc ts, but wi ll be
m easu:e.d m t.erms of the individual achieving va lued goa ls. The
good-citi zen d iscou rse m istrusts a ll but the most conforming fami lies
and places g re~t fa ith in schools as tools of the prevailing hegemony.
The metaphysica l-mora l d iscourse asks both fam ili es a nd schoob lo
be stric t in en forci ng absolu te mo ra lity a nd fea r of transgression. The
scientific d iscourse m easures th e processes and ou tcomes of fami lies
a nd schoo ls in terms of estab lis hed quasi-objec tive s tand ards of
'he~ lth y' a n~ 'norma l.' The capita list discourse eva luates each inslitul1? n on ly m le~ms of ils effectiveness in feeding the economy. The
optional-ex tra discourse wanl1;, fami lies to be optiona l and looks lo
schools t~ lake ove.r much of Lhe task of paren ti ng.
Tensio n can a rise in fam ili es and Lhe chi ldren produced c, n end
up. con fused about their destiny w hen different paren ts base th eir
a tt~tu d~s a nd behav ior o n differen t discourses. ror example, a capita hst d iscourse o n Lhe part of one parent ca n imb ue the chil d wi lh th \
need to s ucceed by am assing wea llh, w hile a good-citi zen disco u rse
on the pa rt o f th e o th e r pa re nt ca n sel up a d rive towa rds p hil nn throp y. Parents whose own childhood has im bued them w ith o ne sel
of baggage, b ut w ho a re draw n inte ll ec tua lly towa rds ano the r d isc~u~se c~n a lso sel u p co nflic t a nd con fusio n for their chil d re n. T hese
d1 ffi~ulties n:ay be reso lved by u nders ta nd ing the p lura lism tha t u nderli es seeming ly unitary concepts of rig ht u pb ri ng ing a nd des ired
o utcomes.
. Mos t o f the wes te rn g urus in th e fi eld of pa renting a d v ice a ppeal
w idely beca u se they draw fro m severa l o f the ava il able di sco urses.
O~e of th~ reasons Doctor Spock was so s uccessful is tha t, in s pite of
being d esig na led the g uru o f permi ss i vencss, he ma naged Lo s i mu 1t~ n eous l y accomm od a te mos t discourses. Ta ke, for exa mple, hi s section ~n lh e contro vers ia l iss ue o f m as turba tion, w ith my di ag nos is of
the discourse in squ a re bracke ts:
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The parents and child psychiatrists who are opposed to showing
disapproval of masturbation ... reason that masturbation doesn't do
any physical or psychological harm which is correct [organic discourse]. so why risk any chance of sexual maladjustment by instilling guilt or fears [human-potential discourse] ... The opposite reason ing goes that all of us grew up with some degree of anxiety and guilt
about sex; that it is, in fact , built into our species through the resolution of the Oedipus complex [scientific discourse] ... If parents are
made uncomfortable ... Th en it is better for all concerned for the
parent to try to inhibit it [optional -extra discourse] .. . Furthermore,
many parents still have strong religious and moral objections [metaphysical-moral discourse] ... Part of my discomfort would come from
not wanting th e neighbors to disapprove of my child [good -citizen
discourse]. (411 -2)

Penn y Leach, w ho becam e popula r in the 1970s, s imila rly combines
m any a pproaches. She foll ows the orga ni c discou rse in rejecting punishment (440) a nd lh e huma n-potentia l one in seein g the child as a
" perso n-in-the-m a kin g" (13) . She a lso, surp ris ing ly, however, inclu des the metap hysica l-mo ra l disco u rse in p laces. On the subject of
the ni g ht-wa ndering chil d, fo r exa mpl e, the accep ting a p p roach born
of the o rga nic discou rse d isappea rs to be replaced by the moralistic,
" th e best way of leaching her no t to gel oul is probably to make abso lute ly sure tha t s he ga ins no thing b y her ex ploits" (304). Althou gh
each seemin gly re jects the scientific a pproach: "a n y set o f rules or
pre-d etermined ideas- ca n wo rk well if the rules yo u choose or follow ha ppe n lo fit th e bab y you have" (8); she d oes lay d own her own
la w s: "d o n' t ever leave her cry ing a lone, but d on ' t ever ge t her up
a ga in eithe r" (218). She a ppea rs to acknowled ge th e o ption al-ex tra
discourse tha t was em erg ing a l the time o f her w riting by telling parnts tha t "fun for her is fun for you " (1 4); but she ultima tely rejects it
by po inting out lha l bring ing up a child " involves ex trem ely hard
w o rk" (1 5) . Even the unil a tera l pos ition of the d em agog u es of the
Sov ie t Union combined ma ny discourses to appea l to as w ide an audience as possible. Pechernikova, w riting on childhood in 1965, advises:
... if a child does not obey and does not consider others, then his independence invariably takes ugly forms [metaphysical -moral discourse]. Ordinarily this gives rise to anarchistic behaviour, which can
in no way be reconciled with the laws of living in Soviet society
[good -citizen discourse]. Where there is no obedience , there is no
self-discipline; nor can there be normal development of indepen-
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dance [organic discourse]. Training in obedience is an essential
condition for developing the ability of self-discipline [human-potential discourse]. (qtd. in Bronfenbrenner 11)

(xxvii) can be understood if we see that thee.tho~ of maternity belongs
to the organic discourse, while the e~anc1pat.1on of wome.n comes
from the equ a lly cu rrenl, but in com pa t1ble, opt1onal-extra discourse.

Desmond Morris has an a nthropolog ica l approach grounded in scientific discourse, "look aga in with an unprejudiced eye al th e baby itself," but he a lso offers a n organic discourse, "babies are almost impossible to train" and a human-potential discourse, "a secure babyhood provides the basis for a successfu l adulthood" (7). On another
page his underlying rationale adopts a good-citi7en discourse by
looking at "the behavior of the babies when they become adults"
(116). He attempts to explain the opt ional-extra discourse in scientific
terms as a product of over-population (116), but reveals his own metaphysical-moral bias when he slips from the sci en ti fie evidence that
babies need "a central mother-figure" lo the assertion that they need
"a typical family unit" (119).
James Dobson, one of the authoritarian gurus who emerged in
opposition lo the Spock school, embeds his advice in a cientific discourse by citing "the psychological laws of learning" (vii). f Ii._, science,
however, is behaviorism, which by stressing the vnluc of corporal
punishment and Laking as its goals "sexual morality, honesty, personal integrity, and meaningful faith in God" (145) emerges as a metaphysical-moral discourse.
On the Internet, John Rosemond's affirmative parenting nlso
crosses the discourse boundaries. The fundamental discourse is meta
physical-moral with its emphasis on absolute obedience and 'memo
rable' and 'persuasive' consequences of disobedience. The human
potential discourse appears, however, in the emphasis on the value of
'character-building.' The optional -extra discourse is served by the
assertion that every child "has the right to discover early in his li fe
that he isn't the center of the universe (or his family or his parents'
lives)." There is even a trace of the organit discourse in his suggestion
that "Children have a right lo scream all they want over the decisions
their parents make."
This tentative taxonomy offers a pluralist approach lo aid in
deconstructing the many compound versions of hum a ns as 'not
adult.' Enhanced understanding may be achieved by untan g ling the
strands and realizing tha t there is no one model, no un eq uivoca l
message about the category of childhood . Co-ex is ting discourses have
been woven together, someti m es with littl e und e rs tandin g that coexistence does not mean compa tibility. Shari Thurer's puzzle that " In
a time when society values the fulfillment ls icJ of women as persons,
we have an e thos of maternity that denies th e m that very thin g"
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